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War is often a terrible thing to behold. It leads to the senseless slaughter of people on all
sides regardless of what a person’s background could be, for bullets and blades don’t
differentiate between those of differing ages, races, religions or cultural backgrounds. It brings
out the darkest aspects of human nature which leads to a variety of acts that range from some of
the most courageous and selfless to some of the most callous war crimes ever devised on the face
of the earth. They happen for many reasons and leave long lasting impacts on our world that last
to this day.
Not every massacre, genocide, or war crime committed during war is done for the same
reason. They all differ and vary depending on a multitude of factors that range from social
political and economic differences. Despite these differences there is a common theme to them
all such as the exploitation of a group of people based upon some sort of identity. War crimes,
atrocities and mass killings are often done as a result of some sort of discrimination, according to
Craig Cameron’s theory on Race and Identity: The culture of Combat in the Pacific War he
states: “The pervasively atrocious behaviour by both Japanese and Allied troops during the
Second World War was rationalized in part by racist ideologies.”1 Examples include the
Holocaust against Jews, the Holodomor against Ukrainians, the Khmer Rouge against
Cambodians and so on.
This conflict of identity has shaped the national perceptions of many historical
events and influenced our social and demographic values. One such way is that it affects the
human perception of historical events based upon misconceptions people create to advance their
own agenda against events that actually happened. The Rape of Nanking for instance took place
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on December 13, 1937 and lasted for six weeks until about February. It was a time of infamy
many have long forgotten when the Imperial Japanese Army entered the city of Nanking, China
and initiated one of the largest massacres in world history. The subsequent raping, pillaging,
looting, burning, killing and torture of somewhere between 200,000 – 300,000 Chinese soldiers
and civilians alike, left hundreds of thousands more scarred, maimed and disfigured for life. As
the anniversary for this event approaches not many people around the world remember, let alone
know the Rape of Nanking ever happened. The reason for this is due to various political, social
and economic factors that took place of more significance than that of the massacre like the
Great Depression, the Second World War, the Cold War and the Holocaust. This combined with
various methods of both intentional and unintentional censorship of the massacre covered it up
and left the Rape of Nanking as an obscure memory very few know about to this very day. This
paper will try to argue that in spite of the horrid tortures, senseless killings, endless suffering and
maiming that are confirmed by a multitude of sources, the Rape of Nanking has been censored
by foreign sources out of concern for political and economic gains, distorted due to incentivized
propaganda of the massacre and overshadowed by other major world events such as the Second
World War, the Great Depression and the Cold War. Using historiography done on the massacre
this paper will attempt to explore how the perception of the Rape of Nanking has lead the general
populace around the world to disregard it over many years.
To understand how the radical divisions of identity and ideology developed between the
Chinese and Japanese to commit such a massacre, one must look back into how the Second SinoJapanese war developed into the persecution of the war crimes and how they were interpreted
over later years. The Second World War and many of its war crimes were initiated during a time
of global imperialism, where countries sought to expand and conquer other lands and territories
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for their resources and exploit native populations on the basis of racial superiority.2 Japan was
one such country that expanded its claims of territory across the Pacific over a need to gain
necessary resources to fuel its industrialized economy.
During the latter parts of the eighteenth-century Japan and China had developed
isolationist policies for themselves, secluding them from the outside world until the arrival of
Western European powers.3 The relative comparison of Chinese and Japanese technologies
faltered far behind that of European design leading to a period of rapid industrialization between
both countries. This modernization lead to various conflicts on both parts such as the Satsuma
Rebellion of 1877, the First Sino-Japanese war and the Boxer Rebellion along with several
others as part of a political struggle for power in Asia.4 Through these contests of power the
Japanese had managed to gain a vital foothold in Korea over the Qing dynasty Chinese who were
dealing with corruption and political turmoil during the First Sino-Japanese war. This war would
set precedence for tension between Chinese and Japanese relations as the Japanese had not only
managed to surpass the Chinese in the technology race but also to subjugate them along with
other Europeans. They did this with aggressive modernization of their military and industrial
capabilities by adding railroads and infrastructure for better industry, sending officers to study
abroad at foreign military academies and the purchasing of new and modernized naval vessels.
This prompted nearly a century of humiliation for the Chinese at the hands of foreign powers and
left deepening rifts between the cultures of Japan and China in many aspects.
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Religion was another key factor in the division between Japanese beliefs of Bushido and
Shinto against the Buddhist and Confucian mentality of the Chinese. The Bushido code of the
Japanese samurai class played a key role in defining the identity of the Japanese troops that
entered Nanking. Those troops saw the mass surrender of hundreds of thousands of Chinese
troops and believed them to be unworthy of living as it was believed that surrender was the
greatest shame a warrior could bring upon himself, his family and those he served. Nobel prize
winning famous author Iris Chang in her book The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of
World War II describes this saying: “To die in the service of one’s lord was the greatest honor a
samurai warrior could achieve in his lifetime.”5 Seeing this would have developed senses of
shame in the eyes of the Japanese soldiers who believed their captors should be punished through
brutal of means.
Other socio-political and geo-economic factors would come into play over the years as
well such as the given fact that Japan is an island nation meaning it had limited access to
resources. In order for it to modernize so quickly it needed easy access to items such as coal,
lumber and oil for production which sparked conflict between Japan and its neighboring
countries leading to events like the Russo-Japanese war which saw for the first time an Asian
nation triumph over a European one and the First World War, which saw Japan increase it’s
military prowess over Germany.6 Iris Chang reinforces this saying: “Largely because of these
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successes, the early part of the twentieth century was a euphoric time for Japan. Modernization
had earned for the country not only military prestige but unprecedented economic prosperity.”7
These wars would generate a sense of superiority within the Japanese in that they were destined
to rule all of Asia leading them to believe all other Asian races were inferior to them. Cameron
Craig’s article states: “The cultural framework that gave rise to Japanese ultra-nationalism
between the world wars was constructed on assumptions about the inherent cultural superiority
of the Yamato race.”8 The ideology that the Japanese Yamato race were destined to rule the
Asian world spread into the minds of Japanese politicians and militarists and eventually took
hold of the entirety of Japan itself becoming a fundamental to their culture. This would serve as a
foundational pillar to the mindset of the Japanese that lead them to the Rape of Nanking.
The Europeans would also come to play a major role in influencing the Japanese mindset.
The Treaty of Versailles saw the Japanese excluded from talks after the German surrender in
1918 leaving a mark of shame upon the Japanese by leaving them out of the sphere of influence,
thus drawing greater rifts between themselves and the western world.9 It created a sense that if
the Japanese were to be recognized as a great empire itself like those of the British, French and
Dutch then it would have to challenge those empires and rival them in power. Craig Cameron
describes this saying: “Similarly, the desperation with which European powers clung to their
Asian empires in the inter-war period had less to do with rational cost benefit calculation than
with their symbolic role in upholding the dominant cultural discourses at home.”10 The
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humiliation felt by the Japanese in regards to this would be a stain upon their honor, one that
needed to be cleaned no matter the cost.
A combination of all these factors influenced the mindset of the Japanese at the time and
were what lead to the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937 that lead to the
subsequent Rape of Nanking. Japanese soldiers motivated by idealistic propaganda of superiority
and invincibility believed themselves to be more privileged than those of other Asian
communities giving them the excuse to invade when the Marco Polo Bridge Incident happened
along the Manchurian border broke out into all out war. Japanese soldiers and higher echelons of
command thus sought to impose this power on others and show the world that Japan was as
capable of creating an empire as any European power leading them to not only commit but also
encourage atrocities across Asia.
By December of 1937 the Japanese Imperial Army had conquered most of northern
China and Shanghai, the former capital of China. The Capital was moved as a result of the
Japanese advance, further inland to a city of cultural and strategic importance known as Nanking,
now presently called Nanjing. The Japanese needed to capture the city in order to seize control
over the Yangtze River which was connected to various waterways crucial to river traffic in
inner China, as seen in this attached news article.11 As a result the Japanese 10th Army advanced
towards the capital but were hindered in their movements as a result of Chinese guerilla forces.
This prompted the Japanese commander to initiate an anti-guerilla war policy known as the three
all’s, under the guidance of General Yasuji Okamura. The three all’s were a policy to kill all,
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burn all and loot all that existed to prevent Chinese guerilla forces from using the resources in
the countryside.12 It resulted in the mass pillaging, rape and destruction of many Chinese homes
and lives. It was only in this campaign did the Japanese Army use this tactic and proved to be
very effective in deterring the guerilla forces of the Chinese 8th Red Army.
By the time the Japanese Army had reached the outskirts of Nanking Chinese defenses
had been cast into disarray. General Tang Shengzhi of the National Revolutionary Army found
the defense situation hopeless due to a lack of air power, lack of equipment such as radios and
field guns, poorly trained conscripts, little cohesiveness within his army’s ranks and an inability
to communicate due to language barriers between Cantonese, Mandarin and Hunanese speaking
troops that all spoke in different dialects. The lack of resources and cohesion lead to a quick
downfall of the city as Japanese troops managed to easily take down Chinese defenses one at a
time with superior artillery, tanks, air power and infantry tactics.
Order in the ranks soon broke down and when the call to retreat was finally given from
Chiang Kai Shek himself, chaos ensued as the command staff were ordered to abandon the city
leaving a situation in which it was every man for themselves. As Chang wrote: “Some officers
ran about the city haphazardly informing anyone they came into contact with to pull out. These
soldiers took off. Other officers told no one, not even their own troops.”13 Trapped by the
Japanese against the Yangtze River many tried to swim in desperation only to drown by fast
currents while others would blend into the civilian population by stripping their uniforms and
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gear stealing civilian clothes. John Rabe, a businessman and head of the Nazi party in China,
describes the scene in his journal writing: “If it had come to a battle here in the streets bordering
the Zone, fleeing Chinese soldiers would no doubt have retreated into the Safety Zone, which
would then have been shelled by the Japanese and perhaps even totally destroyed because it was
not demilitarized.”14 This would turn into a major problem later on for both the Japanese and the
people living in Nanking as the Japanese had issued orders to begin hunting down Chinese
soldiers leading them to initiate mass slaughter and rape in their hunt for escaped POW’s.
With the mixing of Chinese troops into the local populace and even fleeing into the
Nanking International Safety Zone, Japanese troops began raiding local houses going door to
door to search for them. While doing this many troops would often loot, pillage, and rape any
women they could find as part of the Three All’s Policy leading to subsequent atrocities.
Atrocities ranged on a massive scale from mass rape, murder, torture and intimidation as
recorded in copious amounts of documentation from members of the International Safety Zone
Committee in Timothy Brooks book, Documents on the Rape of Nanking.15 “On December 17 in
a small house behind my house at Siao Tao Yuen, Kan Ho Yen, a woman was raped and stabbed.
If she gets medical aid today she can probably be saved. The woman’s mother was badly beaten
in the road. (Rabe)”.16 “On December 20, at 7:30 p.m. a 17-year old married girl, 9 months
pregnant was raped by two Japanese soldiers; at 9 p.m. labor pains began; baby was born at 12
p.m. She was brought to the University Hospital this morning because they could not get through
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on the streets at night. Mother is hysterical but baby is doing well. (Wilson)”17 What this serves
as are first person eye witness testimony by third party figures of the Safety Zone such as Minnie
Vautrin and John Magee to the events unfolding in Nanking at that time. They act as physical
proof to a more unbiased view of the massacre at the time.
These memoirs still last today and are stored in the Yale library archives as a
fundamental piece of evidence to the massacre. American missionary priest John Magee took
several photographs and even documented film of injuries suffered by Chinese refugees. Some of
these photos and images are very disturbing so I would suggest some sense of preparedness on
the reader’s part before going any further into the paper.

18

19

Japanese officers and commanders did little to stop the killing and raping. Instead they actually
encouraged it by holding contests to see who could slice off the most heads. A contest between
Japanese Second Lieutenants Toshiaki Mukai and Tsuyoshi Noya ended up being miscalculated
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due to both men exceeding the limit. As a result the contest was extended to an additional fifty
heads. Japanese combat photographers would even photograph and film the mangled body parts
and abused corpses of people who were slaughtered using them as trophies to symbolize their
victory and domination over the Chinese people.
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Japanese soldiers and media who were present would record the various atrocities in
gruesome detail, as seen above. The brutality and desecration committed on such a tremendous
scale made it seem almost impossible for anyone to not know about the Rape of Nanking as
numerous reporters, journalists, political embassy personnel attached to China were all present to
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witness and report the massacre. Yet sadly today if anyone in Japan, America or Germany were
to be asked about what the Rape of Nanking was, almost no one can say so. The general
populace of the world has let the memory of the massacre fade away into history. Looking at the
factors that chipped away at Nanking will help to better exemplify how its memory has been
forgotten overtime.
Examining the events that took place directly after the massacre occurred will highlight
how the reporting on Nanking was part of a cover-up by the Imperial Japanese Government.
When word of the massacre had reached Tokyo the Japanese government immediately began a
campaign of covering up the incident.27 They withheld the departure of foreign diplomats and
journalists who still remained in the city saying it was a part of their own protection and had their
belongings searched upon exit for any evidence to prove to the world of the atrocities taking
place. Iris Chang writes “George Fitch witnessed the beginning of this on December 15, the day
he drove some of the foreign correspondents out of the city to the riverfront so that they could
board a gunboat for Shanghai. When Fitch tried to drive back into Nanking from Hsiakwan, a
Japanese sentry stopped him at the gate and refused to let him reenter.”28 The inhibition of
foreign sources to enter is a clear demonstration that the Japanese military and higher echelons of
command were make conceited attempts to control information going in and out of Nanking.
Many of the various photographs and newsreel footage were confiscated by the lock down and
no foreigners were permitted from entering the city on any basis.
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The few foreigners that did come were under the strict control and supervision of the
Japanese state department. An intense propaganda campaign was issued by the Japanese
government at home to replace the image of any massacres printed by the Japanese press with
that of triumphant victory and joyous liberation for the Chinese people.

29

The Japanese populace were so oblivious to this censorship they even created special Nanking
noodles they would sell in the streets as part of their victory celebration.30 All these were the
result of falsified information being spread by Japanese censorship efforts in the form of
propaganda leaflets and posters accompanied with press censorship and falsified news stories,
many of which were destroyed during the last days of World War II.
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The censorship of the Imperial Japanese government has built up a

false narrative upon the events surrounding the massacre in Nanking of 1937 and resulted in the
dissolution of the validity of various facts and evidence to the mainstream populace. What this
did was scrub the memory of the massacre with falsified information which is still considered
true in Japan. Propaganda has also lead to the creation of various conspiracy theories regarding
the validity of the massacre leading to the Japanese believing Nanking and other historical events
have never happened or to misinterpret them as they happened. “On the 29th, in the city of
Tungchow (thongzhou), some 250 Japanese residents were murdered by the Chinese troops, and
this incident was being called the ‘Tungchow Massacre’”.32 In this example the slaughter of 250
Japanese residents took place as a result of the Tungchow Mutiny, when Japanese forces bombed
troops of the East Hopei Government in Manchuria after they mutinied during a battle with
Kuomintang forces of Nationalist China. The quote, taken from Takemoto’s The Alleged 'Nanking
Massacre': Japan's Rebuttal to China's Forged Claims makes it sound as though the Chinese troops

slaughtered innocent civilians out of spite for their race which is untrue. This is clear evidence of
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the disruption of factual evidence to real-life events in modern Japanese literature to portray the
Japanese as the victims of the war rather than the aggressors.
The Japanese have also written about disputing the accuracy of the statistics surrounding
how many people were killed in the massacre. M. Kanzako and Akira Kashima, Japanese
nationalists and possible members of a Yakuza group, discuss this in their book Making of the
Rape of Nanking: A Big Lie from World War II. In it they dispute how the statistics for the
massacre are inaccurate due to overestimations and comparisons of various documents that
counteract the conception of 300,000 people being massacred and another 300,000 being
protected in the safety zone. “Assuming he used the same type of scientific methodology, his
report can be considered trustworthy. Two thousand four hundred civilians-innocent men,
women, and children-is a large number of victims to be sure. But it is not 300,000, and the
numbers do matter.”33 While it is warranted some of the data depicted on the massacre does
seem to counter-act each other depending on the source material, it does not serve as valid
evidence to outright deny the entire event all together. Despite this the authors insist on their
evidence which contradicts some of their arguments most of the time though and is based off of
arguments that contradict various amounts of historical evidence. It seems the author is just
trying to confuse the reader by presenting a falsified argument while using large scientific words
to sound smart as if they know what they are doing. This confusion acts as a way to brainwash
the reader and convince them of their point of view.
Either way, the effect of these literature pieces are clear as they reinforce the nationalistic
agenda of the Japanese government. As Chang has written “In Japan competing stories of what
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happened during World War II continue to appear. According to a currently popular revisionist
view, the country bears no responsibility for the wholesale murder of civilians anywhere during
the war.”34 The reason Japan has not taken responsibility dates back to the post World War II
era. When Japan surrendered on September 2, 1945 the state of East Asia was thrown in disarray
as the Japanese Empire fell apart. The Great Powers of the Soviet Union and America were
scrambling to gather as much territory as possible before the other was to get it.35 This grab for
power and influence, fueled by the worsening divide of communist and capitalist ideologies,
prompted the foundations for the Cold War. It was this tension, combined with Japanese societal
devotion to their Emperor who was revered as a living god, that drove American policy in
occupied Japan to adopt more constructive approaches with the Japanese government.36 The
American occupation wanted to rebuild Japan into a suitable ally as a means of containing Soviet
expansion. They also didn’t want to invoke a serious possibility of rebellion against them if they
were to charge the Emperor with war crimes and lead to further conflict and bloodshed, not to
mention a bad situation the Soviets would be more than willing to exploit.
As a result, many notorious war criminals such as Prince Asaka of the Imperial Royal
Family were excluded from the International Military Tribunal of the Far East hearing, also
known as the Tokyo Trials.37 Many details about the investigation of the Imperial family were
overlooked so long as the Emperor endorsed the occupation and reconstruction of Japan. Some
war criminals were held responsible such as General Iwane Matsui, commander of the Central
Japanese Army. “MATSUI, Iwane. The accused MATSUI is charged under Counts 1, 27, 29, 31,
34
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32, 35, 36, 54 and 55. The Tribunal holds the accused MATSUI guilty under Count 55, and not
guilty under Counts 1, 27, 29, 31, 32, 35, 36, and 54. Accused MATSUI, Iwane, on the Counts of
the Indictment on which you have been convicted, the International Military Tribunal for the Far
East sentences you to death by hanging.”38 It has however, been disputed whether General Iwane
Matsui was actually responsible for the events of the massacre as he was ill during the time his
army initiated the atrocities, thus transferring command to Prince Asaka. It is often more likely
that he was made into a scapegoat by the American occupation forces as a means to divert
attention away from the Imperial family.39 This censorship on the behest of the American
occupation force was made out of the necessity of the global geo-political situation with the
Soviets and resulted in enabling the continued establishment of Japanese right wing nationalistic
sentiment.
The development has resulted in the political turmoil between the Democratic Japanese
government and the Communist Chinese dictatorship over issues such as border disputes, the
issue of genocide of Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang and the modern dispute over Taiwan. Every
time Japanese delegates try to negotiate a settlement over these problems, Chinese Delegates
bring up these social and political issues blocking any further development to them leading to a
lasting tension that could spark a third World War in the near distant future.
However, the Japanese are not the only ones at fault for distorting the details of the
historical accuracy of the events of the massacre. The Chinese are also at fault for creating
intensive propaganda surrounding the event to advance their national interests through an ever
changing political landscape. After the surrender of Japan in 1945 the Chinese had resumed their
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civil war between nationalist forces of Chiang Kai Shek and communist forces of Mao Zedong.
During the conflict both sides waged propaganda campaigns to advance their interests over the
other by blaming the other for collaborating with the Japanese or incentivizing the slaughter of
civilians through guerilla warfare. Yet even when the communists took power and ousted the
nationalists they still used the Rape of Nanking as a tool of propaganda to gain influence over
adversaries or whenever it suited the national needs. Chang writes: “During the Korean War the
PRC (People’s Republic of China) distorted the history of the massacre in newspaper articles to
depict the Americans as the villains of Nanking who assisted the Japanese in the carnage.”40 This
lead to a disfiguration of the facts and details of the massacre and would go on to help
incentivize Japanese propaganda as differing sources had differing pieces of data and statistical
evidence.
The result of these tall tales and lies of propaganda is a deepened rift between Chinese
and foreign relations that still plagues the country today. The ever globalized atmosphere of our
modern world has left China paranoid of almost any foreign contact and shaped the modern
Chinese foreign policy in its dealing with the West and other rivals like Japan and Korea. It has
lead to the development of a tough and strong stance against much foreign trade and cooperation,
leaving the Chinese populace brainwashed with communist propaganda. As Chang wrote “In the
local newspaper, Lewis Smythe saw articles that accused the Safety Zone foreigners of giving
over the city to the Japanese and turning over thousands of women for raping.”41 These
accusations still permeate today in the minds of many Chinese diplomats.
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The United States is even somewhat at fault for censoring the massacre as it was taking
place. Japanese censorship had managed to silence much of the flow of information coming out
of Nanking but there were still some small efforts made by members of the Nanking Safety Zone
to show the world the horrors unfolding inside the city. George Fitch was an American
missionary stationed in Nanking at the time of the massacre and managed to smuggle several
rolls of film taken by John Magee, a fellow missionary, out of the city to America where he
showed it to various government officials and newspaper outlets. He pleaded for some sort of
intervention from anyone to deal with what was happening yet despite his harrowing efforts no
action was ever taken. What few articles published about the situation in Nanking by various
newspapers were only sub-articles and not front page news.42 Most headline activities were taken
concerning the situation at home with the Great Depression that left the United States in an
isolationist foreign policy. Too busy at home to care for foreign matters as more than 25% of the
entire U.S. population go unemployed, hungry and desperate.43
The fact that American society was blatant in its racism and discrimination at the time of
the massacre also kept Nanking off the front page of foreign news outlets. Many people simply
didn’t wish to care for events happening across an entire ocean. Especially since the people
involved were not of Western European descent. In the newsreel by Frank Capra called The
Battle of China, the narrator makes several racist remarks against people of Asian heritage.44 It
serves as a significant piece of evidence to show the American perspective of the situation in
China. The people across the Pacific of Asian descent were considered less important than those
of Caucasian skin color, which adheres to the imperialistic culture of the time. Why should
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Americans have to care for any Asian people who were killed in a war that doesn’t involve
themselves.
The only other foreign third party source that was able to provide insight to the massacre
were those of the German legation present in Nanking. John Rabe, often referred to as the great
Buddha of Nanking, was a German business man and head of the Nazi party in China. He came
to China to represent German interests, but as the war progressed he became the head of the
Nanking International Safety Zone Committee and began organizing the establishment of the
zone. Using his Nazi credentials John Rabe was able to actively save a great many lives by
chasing off Japanese soldiers from looting, killing or raping people. “When the gates to my
garden are opened to let my car leave the grounds-where I have already taken in over a hundred
of the poorest refugees-women and children on the street outside kneel and bang their heads
against the ground, pleading to be allowed to camp on my garden grounds. You simply cannot
conceive of the misery.”45 The fact a Nazi businessman shows more care and respect for the lives
of Chinese civilians trapped in the throngs of war than any foreign government could comes to
show how controversial the events of the massacre are portrayed.
Despite this Mr. Rabe’s accounts help to provide further analysis of foreign outlook on
the Rape of Nanking to how other countries viewed the massacre. Rabe’s efforts to save the
citizens of Nanking were abruptly cut short when he was forced to be recalled home by the
German foreign state department of the time. Upon his return he had planned to show Adolf
Hitler a film reel of the Japanese atrocities in Nanking and was awarded for his selflessness that
were given to him by the Chinese government. Yet, as he soon came to realize after hosting
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many meetings with press officials concerning the issue, Rabe’s efforts would ultimately be in
vain as the distribution of the massacre footage did not serve the best interests of the Nazi
government. Chang writes: “…if Rabe had expected a sympathetic response from Hitler, he was
gravely mistaken. A few days later two members of the Gestapo arrived on his doorstep to arrest
him.”46 After being interrogated for several hours he was released on the condition he was to
never speak of the incident again. This blatant censorship of John Rabe and several other
German officials from Nanking such as Eduard Sperling and G. Schultze-Pantin was an order
initiated by foreign powers to delegitimize the claims of the massacres and continue to propagate
and foster nationalist sentiment in Japan. This suppression of the truth by foreign outlooks on the
matter has resulted in the destruction of copious pieces of valued evidence to prove the massacre
took place and has allowed the modern interpretation of the history of this event to be altered due
to the lack of evidence.
From this analysis it is clear that the foreign outlook on the Rape of Nanking was
influenced by various factors such as geo-political events of the time like the Cold War, Great
Depression and Chinese Civil War. These events enabled the Japanese to create a whitewashing
campaign for their role in the Nanking massacre. This combined with the embellishment of
European Imperialism lead to a misdiagnosed understanding of various events surrounding the
massacre and has lead to the distortion of evidence that can prove otherwise. This
disillusionment on the evidence has enabled many to believe the massacre of Nanking was either
untrue, unreal, insignificant or simply unavoidable as a result of uncontrollable forces that lead to
a clash of cultures.
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The Rape of Nanking has been censored by various sources and methods over the years
for a multitude of reasons. Yet as we draw to a close concerning the analysis of what has
happened in the events both during and directly after the massacre, how has the world viewed the
event to this day? The responses vary depending on who is asked as sources from historical
documentaries, pop cultured movies, media, books and even modern art identify a window into
this aspect of how the modern world has responded to these interpretations of the historical
events. They range from insightful commentary, honored tribute to the victims, and even down
right denial or misinterpretation to the events.
Starting off with the modern Asian perspective one can see how the massacre has shaped
the communist nation’s cultural identity via their use of propaganda. China’s state-run news
agency, The Global Times identifies this in their article.47 It has damaged the Chinese people’s
perception of the Japanese in our modern society and left lasting rifts both socially and
politically between the two nations that can be seen in just about every news outlet that exists to
this day. Issues concerning the Taiwan crisis, North Korea’s nuclear weapons, North Korea’
human rights abuses, Uyghur genocide and many other issues. It has strained the ability for the
Chinese and Japanese to work together in bringing an adequate sense of justice to the victims of
the massacre.48
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This is not to say that there are no Japanese or Chinese people who do not acknowledge
the atrocities committed during the massacre. In fact several Chinese and Japanese authors have
written and published books on the subject despite criticism and death threats from ultra-right
wing nationalist groups. Yuki Tanaka, a history professor at the University of Hiroshima, wrote a
book known as Hidden Horrors: Japanese War Crimes in World War II that dives into the
various atrocities committed by the Imperial Japanese Army in the Second World War and
analyzes them by asking the question: why did they happen? In regards to his research he writes
“These interviews gave me the valuable opportunity to contemplate human behavior and
consequently deepened my knowledge of the nature of human beings considerably.”49 The
various atrocities range from the abuse of allied POW’s, comfort houses and allegations of rape,
along with various massacres that took place including the Rape of Nanking. His analysis helps
offer a great deal of understanding the motivations and inclinations of the Japanese soldiers at
that time providing context to the massacre.
Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi, a history professor at York University, Toronto who
specializes in Japanese political thought and World War II in East Asia, also wrote a book on
Nanking known as The Nanking Atrocity 1937-38: Complicating the Picture which provides a
historiographical analysis of Japanese and Chinese writers on the Nanking Massacre. He
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commends the work of many western authors like Iris Chang and her 1997 best selling book The
Rape of Nanking that has been uncritically adopted and popularized by Western audiences on the
subject but at the same time also notes how authors like her deflate Japanese exculpatory
narratives in an effort to serve specific ideological agendas. “In sum, both conservatives such as
Komori and leftists such as Kasahara make valid points. Courtesy is, after all, a two way street.
If Chinese historians who write about Nanking and other Japanese war crimes cling to their use
of ethnic slurs-however legitimate this may seem in their own eyes owing to past victimizationthe result will be to alienate increasing numbers of younger Japanese who otherwise would be
sympathetic to the Chinese cause.”50 This provides a middle grounded historiographical analysis
to how people of varying political stances interpret the massacre and offers an ample reflection
that shows how the massacre has deepened the rift between Japanese and Chinese relations to
this day.
One of the most insightful works though comes from a Chinese computer scientist Fei Fei
Li and editors Robert Sabella and David Liu who offer an interesting collection of insights to
how various people across the world have interpreted the massacre in their book Nanking 1937:
Memory and Healing. The book is a collection of analyses by various historians, academic
scholars and other people who offer insight to the Rape of Nanking and how it is perceived
today. There is Higashinakano Shudo, a Japanese historian and professor of intellectual history at
Asia University who believes the Rape of Nanking of 1937 was a hoax. He writes “records of
history can survive when everyone recognizes the truth. Therefore, facts are never deleted from
the historical record. Untruths are destined to be deleted from the historical record. No records
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exist to confirm evidence of a ‘Nanking Massacre.’”51 He offers an interesting perspective as an
intellectual as to why many Japanese don’t acknowledge the massacre in his argument where he
doubts the validity of official documentation taken by people at the massacre due to a variety of
statistics regarding how many people died and how the Chinese had brought upon these atrocities
to themselves as a result of the brutality involved on all sides of the Second Sino-Japanese War.
The book also offers various Chinese perspectives as well. Sun Zhaiwei, Chinese editor
in chief of the book The Nanking Massacre, writes about how the massacre was a result of
Chinese soldiers blending into the civilian populace and doesn’t assign blame to the Japanese nor
the Chinese soldiers for the massacre. “The large number of soldiers who put down their
weapons and merged into the civilian population gave the Japanese troops an excuse to search,
capture and kill. After the invading Japanese troops entered Nanking, it was precisely under the
pretext of looking for ‘Chinese soldiers’ that they wantonly captured innocent civilians, killing or
wounding them at will.”52 The book ultimately serves as a resource of various Chinese and
Japanese writings on the Rape of Nanking, offering varying viewpoints on the subject and
leaving it up to the reader to interpret for themselves what actually happened on those fateful
days of December 1937. Though it is an interesting take upon the historical precedence of the
Rape of Nanking, the presentation by various authors distorts the historiography of the Rape of
Nanking based upon the interpretation of individuals who can have their own biases and agendas
to add to the confusion of events.
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Other Japanese authors take a more hands on active approach to the investigation of the
massacre. Honda Katsuichi is a Japanese war journalist who reported on Vietnam and had first
hand experience to the horrors of war. He wrote a book based on personal investigations of the
Rape of Nanking in the 1970’s known as The Nanking Massacre: A Japanese Journalist
Confronts Japan’s National Shame. It’s an insightful reading about his journey through China
and how he links the physical sites and locations along with the testimony and stories of the
survivors he interviewed to the event. “Although a small part of the story was revealed at the
Tokyo War Crimes Trials, many people regarded these proceedings as nothing but a ‘kangaroo
court set up by the victors,’ and they were not widely reported in the mass media.”53 Katsuichi
provides as an insight from his own childhood view of the massacre. He gives an interesting and
controversial perspective of those who were on the ground during the massacre. He interviewed
sources from both Japanese, Chinese and Korean people who were there during the massacre,
taking photos of their injuries and several historic places around Nanjing. His interviews of
Japanese soldiers and civilian personnel who were in Nanking paint that of a totally different
picture than what the Chinese had perceived of during the events in December 1937. The
differing views show how varying experiences of people affect their actions and interpretations
of the events that unfolded. Whilst many Chinese obviously saw what the Japanese did as an act
of brutality the Japanese who committed theses atrocities often reflect upon the massacre as a
necessary evil as part of the nature of war, much like the modern movie Nanking: City of Life
and Death.54
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On the other side of the coin, many Japanese nationalist groups have tried to erase the
memory of Nanking. Some of them, like the Uyoku Dantai have gained influential positions in
government with figure heads like Otoya Yamaguchi, head of the Greater Japan Patriotic Party,
and use various yakuza outlets to enforce their political agenda and target anyone who stands
against them, like Japanese Socialist Inejiro Asanuma.55 What this has done is generate a sense
of fear in the Japanese community that even after eighty-four years later, the Japanese
government continue to censor the public with violence and intimidation over the impact of the
massacre. It’s worked so well that almost all modern Japanese people don’t even know about
what happened in China and how brutal the Japanese military were in their campaign for China
and Asia. Iris Chang comments “Sad to say, the world is still acting as a passive spectator to the
second Japanese rape-the refusal of the Japanese to apologize for even acknowledge their crimes
at Nanking, and the attempts by Japanese extremists to erase the event from world history.”56 Yet
despite these setbacks “Public awareness of the Nanking massacre increased substantially
between the time I first started to research this book and the time I finished it.”57 Changes are
coming in terms of the awareness raised about this historic event.
In the United States, a Chinese American reflects on the history of the Rape of Nanking
through his art.58 Here he has created several murals as a means of paying tribute to those who
died.
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He captures the agony and despair of the victims involved through darkened color depictions of
various people such as Japanese soldiers and Chinese civilians. The ominous gloom of the
characters stands in stark contrast to the bright colors that drip down the page ominously like
dried blood. The emotionless faces of the people in the painting inspires a sense of guilt in the
minds of the viewer which makes them question, why did this happen? It stands in stark contrast
to the Japanese perspectives offered in the form of literature rather than visual development.
That’s not to say there is no visual representation of the events that happened in Nanking.
Various works of art such as movies, comics, manga and documentaries have been made by
several Western productions depicting the massacre. Works like the movie John Rabe, the movie
Flowers of War, the movie the Children of Huang Shi, the film Nanking: The City of Life and
Death and even the film The Last Emperor have various depictions of the events that happened.
Some act as tribute to the courageous sacrifices made by foreign nationals to save the lives of
many innocent Chinese people like the movies John Rabe61, Flowers of War62 and The Children
of Huang Shi.63 Others take a more controversial stance surrounding the events such as the
movies The Last Emperor and Nanking: The City of Life and Death by exploring the aspects of
the massacre from the sides of both the Chinese and Japanese perspectives.
Documentaries have been an important staple of output for historical interpretation of the
massacre over the years. One very famous documentary is Nanking, a 2007 documentary that
brings the stories of famous and significant people who were witnesses to the massacre to life
through various actors that read off parts of the memoirs, letters and diaries they had written in
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regards to the event.64 This combined with various newsreel footage and photographs taken
during the massacre, along with numerous Chinese survivors coming forward to share their
emotionally moving stories of their harrowing experiences. Watching it really gets me worked up
every time I see it and invokes a lot of emotional sentiment towards the victims of the massacre.
It’s a stunning documentary unlike anything ever produced and is worth the watch at every
moment. What this has done though is reinforce the typical Western belief that the Japanese were
utmost savage monsters during the Second World War. It does not offer much insight to the
Japanese perspective with only a few minor testimonies and mentions of Japanese diaries. This
damages the perception people have of the Rape of Nanking and see it only depicts a one-sided
picture.
The most recent depiction of the consequences pertaining to the Rape of Nanking is the
2017 release on Netflix of a docuseries called the Tokyo Trials.65 It’s a four episode series of
events that depict how the International Military Tribunal of the Far East (IMTFE) was
conducted by the Allied powers of World War II and how they prosecuted and attempted to bring
justice to the war crimes committed by the Japanese Imperial Military. It provides an interesting
take into how the national agendas of almost all Allied countries involved and internal divisions
between various countries and their perceptions of justice interfered with the IMTFE’s ability to
provide a unanimous consensus in prosecuting the Japanese war criminals. This accompanied
with the movie Emperor66 provides a window into how America and Western powers overlooked
many of the crimes committed for the sake of preserving and retaking control of their over seas
colonies and creating a bulwark between themselves and communism.
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So what can be concluded from all this development and analysis? For starters it’s
obvious that the Rape of Nanking was not committed out of some unforeseen spur of the
moment, or because the Japanese are evil and that white America and its European allies are the
defenders of the world. These acts were done with a reason. That reason is the combination of a
multitude of factors that influenced the Japanese soldiers to commit these atrocities, such as
racism, imperialism, cultural differences and misunderstanding, the use of guerilla warfare by the
Chinese that indistinguished people from combatants and noncombatants, the desperation of
Chinese troops to avoid capture by the Japanese and hide themselves within the civilian
populace, the stress and horrors of war strained upon Japanese troops, the lack of proper logistics
to deal with the mass surrender of Chinese soldiers and many other things that came into play of
what took place in Nanking. The fog of war and the differences in national customs and practices
had obscured too much of the vision for Japanese soldiers and commanders to realize what they
were doing was wrong enabling them to turn to their more animalistic side of thinking and
initiate the atrocities.
What consequences came as a result of this? To sum it up the resulting aftermath was a
series of mismanaged handlings of the International Military Tribunal and the Allies due to a
number of social, economic and political factors involved during the time of the massacre and
the post Second World War era that lead to justice not being fully served. Events such as the
Great Depression, the Second World War, the Holocaust and the Cold War overshadowed the
massacre and the war crimes trial to afford any real sense of justice to be carried out. The result
was a distortion of events surrounding the massacre that has been passed down through
generations to this very day. It has shaped our societal views on the matter ranging from the
Western singular viewpoint, the Chinese distorted communist propaganda and the Japanese
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downright denial of the entire event. It has left a tragic injustice to the victims involved and left
deep and lasting scars on the world and the nature of humanity that permeate to this day.
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